Purpose. The aim of the study was to compare the competitive profiles of the best-ranked European football championships. Methods. The final rankings (n = 30) and the final scores of the matches played in the 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016 seasons (n = 10,465) 
SCIENCE IN SOCCER

IntroductIon
The specialized literature in the field of football research has acquired particular relevance in recent decades. Main research lines are focused on ascertaining the main demands of football in order to transfer this knowledge to fields such as physical and tacticaltechnical optimization of the training and competitive processes [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] , strategies for the socio-economic management [6, 7] , or the implementation of more efficient protocols for injury prevention and recovery [8, 9] . In this line, studying the potential similarities and differences between the best championships that take place in Europe is essential for an integral management of teams, clubs, and competitions. However, competitive characteristics analysis has been carried out through the application of unidirectional indicators (i.e. the study of the economic status of the teams, the physical fitness differences or tactical performance, in isolation). Thus, a different perspective of analysis is necessary.
The comparison of different models of management led to the establishment of various rankings of excellence at the international football level. The best examples are studies oriented to the analysis of the morpho-functional peculiarities of the game [10] [11] [12] , the economic and financial variables and their influence on variation in the qualifying performance [6, [13] [14] [15] [16] , and the assessment of the degree of competitive balance of the teams during the championship [7, [17] [18] [19] . Overall, the common denominator that typifies most of the previous studies is their interest in highlighting the main differentiating features that characterize teams taking part in the same championship. Some examples are those about comparative studies at the local level or international comparative studies from an economic-financial or sport-competitive point of view (e.g. studies that analysed technical-tactical efficiency indices, physical workload indices, financial robustness indices, classification balance indices, etc.) [7, [17] [18] [19] [20] .
regarding the studies that focus on the comparative analysis of the competitive balance degree of the teams participating in a championship, adapted indicators from the economic field have been used traditionally (e.g. the Gini index, Herfindahl and Hirschman index, Palma index, Lorenz dominance curve) [6, 11, 13, 17, 18] . In this sense, certain deficits were observed in the implementation of more specific indicators of sports science itself. From a conceptual point of view, the competitive balance of a sports competition represents a measure of the degree of imbalance between the teams taking part in the same championship, by calculating the inequality in the distribution of the points that each team obtains in the final classification [7] . For example, it has been observed in the case of the best European championships. Michie and Oughton [18] , Goossens [17] , Gasparetto and barajas [21] , as well as Montes and Sala [22] have concluded that the competitive performance supremacy of a small group of teams in a championship represents a characteristic pattern of the most representative championships that operate in the European territory.
However, literature suggests that championships with a good competitive balance are more attractive for the spectators since they increase the degree of uncertainty of the matches and the final classification of the teams [6, 18, 21] . Other studies, such as those of Pérez-González et al. [7] and boor et al. [16] , point out that the classification equality of teams belonging to the same championship has a positive influence on the various types of revenue received by clubs (i.e. box office and stadium operation revenue, sponsorship and marketing revenue, and revenue from broadcasting rights). Consequently, it has an effect on the capacity of the championship to recruit players and to develop teams of a higher competitive level.
In this context, it seems clear that the study of the competitive profile factors of teams and championships that comprise the European football provides crucial information that could be used for improving the elite sport management process [6, 18, 21] . Nevertheless, the classification of the competitive characteristics of a championship has been carried out through the application of unidirectional indicators. Thus, it has been based on the use of assessment tools and analysis processes characterized by a reductionist point of view. For this reason, and in order to enable the development of a more detailed and practical analysis of the competitive peculiarities at structural and functional levels, a new approach of study is being developed.
The purpose of this research is to compare the competitive profile of the best-ranked championships that currently comprise the European football scene (Spanish LaLiga, English Premier League, German bundesliga, Portuguese Liga Portugal, French Ligue 1, and Italian Serie A) by using a contextualized instrument of performance indicators. The main objective of the analysis is to detect differences in relation to three dimensions: the degree of excellence of a championship, the degree of equality of performance in the teams taking part in a championship, and the types of matches played in a championship. In this respect, the main hypothesis is that the championships will show differences in the three dimensions analysed.
MaterIal and Methods
Design and sample
A comparative study was developed in order to analyse the overall competitive profiles of the main championships that make up the current European football scene, according to the UEFA ranking of club competitions [23] Compactness Index (CCI), Performance Sustainability Index (PSI), and Home Advantage Index (HAI); (3) type of the matches: Match Openness Index (MOI), Match Equality Index (MEI), and result Uncertainty Index (rUI). All dimensions and indices are explained in Tables 1-3 . Six experts from the academic and professional soccer training fields were consulted to verify the content validity of the bIACPC. The procedure had two phases. In the first one, experts were informed of the objectives and applications of the measurement instrument and of the content, meaning, calculation procedures, and interpretation of each index used to evaluate the competitive profile of a championship. In the second phase, they were asked to assess the suitability of the 3 dimensions of analysis and the indices. The experts showed concordance percentages (based on the degree of agreement) higher than 93% in all items and cases subject to control. Thus, no substance changes were introduced to the battery. Only 2 indicators were adapted in accordance with the experts review. In the same line, the battery showed a suitable internal consistency ( > 0.85), and the correlation between the championship ranking and the battery indices criterion revealed reasonable evidence for assessing the instrument reliability (r > 0.7; p < 0.01). Finally, the variable championship was crucial for the competitive profile of the teams/championships, supporting the construct and concurrent validity. These results verify the validity of the battery for this study.
Data analysis
The data analysis was performed with the IbM SPSS version 20.0 statistical package. Mean and standard deviation values associated with each index of the 6 championships under study were calculated. The normality and homogeneity of the variances were tested with the use of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Levene statistic tests. It was noted that the sample met the requirements for the assumption of normality and homogeneity. Therefore, one-way ANOVA variance analysis and the bonferroni post-hoc test were performed to analyse possible differences between the championships in each of the competitive profile indices of the bIACPC. In the first stage, the first dimension, concerning the excellence of the championship, was analysed; then, the championships were compared with regard to the equality of their teams; finally, the championships were compared with the consideration of the type of matches that took place. A comparison model with the level of significance set at p < 0.05 was developed. results Tables 4-6 show mean values for all dimensions and indices analysed in the championships under study. Significant differences were observed between the championships in the competitive profile dimensions and measuring indices. More in detail, differences were significant in the 2 indices of the excel- In this sense, LaLiga scored significantly higher results in the International Achievement Index than Serie A (F = 5.015; p = 0.007), Ligue 1 (F = 5.015; p = 0.004), and Liga Portugal championships (F = 5.015; p = 0.010). Although differences were not significant, LaLiga scored higher values near to be significant than the Premier League (F = 5.015; p = 0.062) and bundesliga (F = 5.015; p = 0.093). regarding the second index of the excellence of a championship dimension, the Classification Dominance Index, LaLiga reached significantly higher values than the Premier League (F = 6.267; p = 0.057), Serie A (F = 6.267; p = 0.015), and Ligue 1 (F = 6.267; p = 0.001). Finally, the Liga Portugal championship also scored significantly higher results than Ligue 1 (F = 6.267; p = 0.001) in this index. Significant differences were not observed in any other case in this dimension.
Significant differences were also observed in the second dimension of the scale, the team equality between the teams of the same championships. In this respect, LaLiga showed significantly higher results than Ligue 1 (F = 4.020; p = 0.012), and values near to be significantly higher than bundesliga (F = 4.020; p = 0.082) in the Classification Compactness Index. No significant differences were observed between the championships in the other 2 indices of the dimension (Performance Sustainability and Home Advantage indices).
In the last comparison, LaLiga obtained significantly higher values in the Match Openness Index than Ligue 1 (F = 7.873; p = 0.028). In the same line, bundesliga scored with significantly higher values than Serie A (F = 7.873; p = 0.012), Ligue 1 (F = 7.873; p < 0.000), and Liga Portugal championships (F = 7.873; p = 0.003). Although differences were not significant, the Premier League scored higher values near to be significant than Ligue 1 (F = 7.873; p = 0.065) in the Match Openness Index.
regarding the second index of the type of the match dimension, Match Equality Index, the Premier League had significantly higher results than bundesliga (F = 4.097; p = 0.018). Ligue 1 also showed significantly higher results than bundesliga (F = 4.097; p = 0.010). In the same line, although differences were not significant, Liga Portugal also reached higher values than bundesliga in the Match Equality Index (F = 4.097; p = 0.096). Finally, no significant differences were observed in the third index of the dimension, result Uncertainty Index.
dIscussIon
The purpose of the research was to compare the competitive profile of the best-ranked championships that currently comprise the European football scene (Spanish LaLiga, English Premier League, German bundesliga, Portuguese Liga Portugal, French Ligue 1, and Italian Serie A) with a contextualized instrument applying performance indicators. The findings showed significant differences between the championships in the 3 dimensions of the bIACPC scale: (1) excellence of the championship; (2) team equality; (3) type of the match. Spanish LaLiga was the only championship that scored suitable results for the features of all the indices and dimensions designed in the battery.
The battery of indicators used in this study allowed the collection of new and original indicators from a multi-directional perspective of the performance analysis. Thus, the battery was designed by using different performance indicators (i.e. the use of indices such as the international prestige or the classification index). Similar global indicators have been applied previously [7, 18, 21] . This emphasizes the importance of implementing new measurement indices to enhance comprehension and interpretation and the competitive peculiarities of a championship from different perspectives. Specific results observed in the 3 dimensions of the bIACPC used in this study are discussed below.
Competitive profile: excellence of the championship LaLiga showed a high degree of international prestige compared with the rest of the championships analysed. The findings revealed that LaLiga obtained the highest values in the International Achievement and Classification Dominance indices. Significant differences were observed in some cases. It means that the LaLiga Spanish championship ranks at the top of the European championships in terms of the competitive strength owing to the international participation of the teams (i.e. real Madrid, F.C. barcelona, Atl. Madrid, and Sevilla F.C.). In contrast, the French championship Ligue 1 achieved the lowest level in both indicators, which positions it among the lower rankings. However, no significant differences were observed between Ligue 1 and other championships. Thus, new parameters need to be analysed (i.e. the socio-spatial constraints of the teams/championships) to help understand the differences of the construct competitive profile.
In respect to other championships, the comparison of the data obtained in this study with those analysed by Sarmento et al. [20] indicates the loss of international prestige in the case of the Italian Serie A championship in recent years. According to the International Federation of Football History and Statistics [24] , Serie A was considered one of the 3 most important European championships during the first decade of the 21 st century, along with the English Premier League and the Spanish LaLiga championships. Thus, a deep analysis of the factors that influence the competitive profile of the international championships is necessary.
In these terms, something similar to the decrease of Serie A international prestige has been observed in the English Premier League. Even though there is a direct connection between the financial potential of the teams/championships and their sporting successes [25] , it is also noted that the English championship (the richest) is falling behind the Spanish LaLiga and the German bundesliga championships in the indicators related to the competitive excellence of the teams belonging to the same championship. This provides evidence that the greater financial power of the Premier League is failing to assure its success in European competitions at the highest level [15, 16] .
Competitive profile: team equality
The findings showed differences between the Spanish LaLiga and the French Ligue 1 championships in the Classification Compactness Index. However, no differences were observed in any other index of the team equality dimension (Performance Sustainability or Home Advantage indices) between the championships. The fact that LaLiga championship had higher results than Ligue 1 could be related to the presence of its 3 excellence teams (real Madrid, F.C. barcelona, and Atl. Madrid), which achieved highest performance levels in the last years. These teams obtained more than 75% of the points played in their championship. Therefore, a deeper comprehension of the factors that influence the competitive profile of a team/championship could provide relevant information for study purposes.
In the same way, a tendency was observed within each of the championships analysed here confirming that the same one or a small group of teams win a greater percentage of the championship points. In this respect, the payroll analysis developed here reveals that there are only 14 champion teams, compared with the 30 potentially winning teams in the championships (i.e. Juventus in the Italian championship, Porto and benfica in the Portuguese, b. Munich and b. Dormund in the German, or Montpellier and PSG in the French championship).
Several studies that analysed the degree of competitive balance of the teams brought findings similar to the results observed here regarding the Classification Compactness Index [19, 21, 26] . Moreover, with respect to the Home Advantage Index, the data showed that the so-called home advantage effect operated in all European championships with different incidence levels, depending on the championship under analysis [27] [28] [29] , although significant differences were not observed. If one compares the results of this study with those obtained by Pollard [30] , the average percentage of wins by teams playing at home in the European elite championships turns out analogous.
In this context, there is a tendency towards the reduction of the effect of playing at home by around 4% over time when comparing the 1997-2003 period with 2011-2016. The findings here indicate that the lowest percentage of home victories occurred in the Premier League English championship, despite the fact that it is the second only to the German bundesliga in the level of support in the stadiums and crowd pressure in favour of the home team [16] . This suggests that other factors are as important as the crowd attendance, e.g. the effects of travel on the physical condition of the visitors, familiarity with the playing conditions, refereeing decisions, tactical adaptations, or psychological factors exert an influence on the home advantage [30] [31] [32] . These are other research lines that should be studied together in the future.
Competitive profile: type of the match According to the analysis dimension related to the type of matches, the significantly higher Match Openness scores observed in the bundesliga German and LaLiga Spanish championships suggest that their teams play a more open style of football than the teams in the rest of the championships analysed. These findings partially agree with those obtained by Oberstone [11] , who confirmed that during the 2008-2009 season, in LaLiga there was a higher goal average per game than in Serie A or the Premier League. These results were also noted by Pinochet [15] , who verified that, among the main European championships, the German bundesliga had the highest average number of goals per game during the 2013-2014 season. However, the absence of significant differences in the measurement indices related to Match Equality (except for the German bundesliga) and result Uncertainty indices evidenced a high degree of equality of the championships analysed (i.e. in the final results of the matches and in the degree of uncertainty and competitive tension).
In summary, the data observed are in line with those already identified by Vales-Vázquez [3] . Thus, they confirm that the so-called globalization effect, so characteristic of other social orders such as the political or economic spheres, is also influencing football. In this case, the number of common traits increasingly outweighs the differential traits. It was observed when comparing performance levels and the way the game was played by the elite teams from different countries or continents. According to Castelo [31] and ValesVázquez [3] , the main cause for the global homogenization process, typical of the current football scene, is embodied in the continuous blending of soccer cultures. It is a consequence of the intense transfer market and player loans among teams of different countries, all of which results in the disappearance of some football academies. As a case in point, around 63% of the players who took part in the last two world championships, held in South Africa in 2010 and in brazil in 2014, habitually played in foreign championships [32] . Therefore, more studies are necessary to determine the key causal factors that affect the competitive profiles of the best international football teams and championships.
conclusIons
The analysis of the data collected confirms different competitive profiles of the best-ranked championships. These differences were observed mainly in the indices related with the international prestige and the competitive quality of the teams. In this sense, the Spanish LaLiga championship stands out as the only instance of a suitable competitive profile. Consequently, LaLiga occupies the highest positions in the ranking in all the measurement dimensions and indices collected using the bIACPC. The results of this new research line and study are relevant for future research attempting to compare the competitive profiles of teams and championships.
The results obtained by the use of measures such as the bIACPC will allow to determine which championships represent higher levels of demand and competitive balance. In the same line, the use of their indices could help assess what championships are perceived as more attractive for spectators, sponsors, or communications media in general. Finally, coaches and sports leaders could also apply the information of the bIACPC to draw overall conclusions about the competitive peculiarities of a championship. For example, information would be essential in order to define more proficient intervention strategies from both the technical-tactical (e.g. setting up the ideal model of play for the team or composing the team squad) and a club's economic-financial standpoint to manage investment policies or sponsorship models.
